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Cued Spelling: A comparative study of parent and peer tutoring

J. M. Watt & K. J. Topping


During the last decade more schools have striven to widen the involvement of parents in their children's education. Conscious of the costs in time to parents of attending meetings in school, many teachers have tried to establish programmes wherein parents help at home to educate their children. Often a single initial training or launch meeting in school is followed by a commitment to help the child at home for a few minutes per day following the guidelines or materials prescribed. As this can occur at any time of day it creates minimal extra pressure on busy or chaotic families. 

As projects involving parents as reading tutors at home have multiplied, interest in peer tutoring within school has also grown, not as a replacement for parental involvement but as a valuable complement to it. Stemming from both these developments, increasingly attention has been paid to curricular areas other than reading, particularly in basic literacy and numeracy, but also in potentially more complex areas such as science (e.g. Croft & Topping, 1992). These other areas might not immediately appear to lend themselves to parental involvement as easily as reading, however, and some schools have been unsure how to extend parental input beyond reading. Fortunately, a number of methods designed for the purpose and of researched effectiveness are now coming on stream. An example is the Cued Spelling technique.

The Cued Spelling Technique

The basic structure of the technique comprises 10 Steps, 4 Points to Remember and 2 Reviews, as illustrated in Figure 1.

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE

The 10 Steps and 4 Points apply to every individual target word worked upon by the pair, while the 'Speed Review' covers all target words for a particular session and the 'Mastery Review' covers all the target words for one week or a longer period if desired.

The child (tutee) chooses high interest target words irrespective of complexity (Step 1). The pair check the spelling of the word, put a master version in their Cued Spelling Diary and usually also add it to the top of a piece of paper on which subsequent attempts will be made. The pair then read the word out loud synchronously, then the child reads the word aloud alone, ensuring tutee capability of accurate reading and articulation of the word.

The child then chooses Cues (prompts or reminders) to enable him or her to remember the written structure of the word. These Cues may be phonic sounds, letter names, syllables or other fragments or 'chunks' of words, or wholly idiosyncratic mnemonic devices. Tutees are encouraged to consider and choose Cues which fit well with their own cognitive structures, i.e. make sense and are memorable to them. Thus, although a parent (tutor) might make suggestions or stimulate imagination, the decision on Cueing rests wholly with the child.

Once Cues are decided upon, the pair say the Cues out loud simultaneously (Step 5). The tutee then says the Cues out loud while the tutor writes the word down on scrap paper to this 'dictation' - thus the tutee is provided with a demonstration or model of the required behaviour. At Step 7, the tutor says the Cues out loud while the tutee writes the word down. At Step 8, the tutee says the Cues and writes the word simultaneously.

At Step 9, the tutee is required by the tutor to write the word as fast as possible (the tutee may or may not decide to recite the Cues out loud at this Step, but may well recite them sub-vocally). At Step 10, the tutee again reads the word out loud as a reminder of the meaningful context in which the target word hopefully has remained embedded.

The 4 Points cover aspects of the technique relevant to its practical application. At every attempt at writing a target word, the tutor is required to cover up previous attempts on the work paper, to avoid the possibility of direct copying, although in fact some tutees prefer to do this themselves. Every time there is a written attempt on a target word, the tutee checks the attempt and the tutor only intervenes if the tutee proves unable to check his or her own attempt accurately.

If tutees have written a word incorrectly, they are encouraged to cross it out very vigorously to assist its deletion from their memory. At an incorrect attempt, the correction procedure is merely that the pair returns to the Step preceding the one at which the error was made. Tutors are required to praise at various junctures which are specified quite clearly. These precise details of the nature of praise and the criteria for its application are intended to promote higher frequency and regularity of praise, as well as more effective use of it.

At the end of each tutoring session, there is a 'Speed Review', wherein the tutor requires the tutee to write all the target words for that session as fast as possible from dictation in random order. The tutee then self-checks all the words with the 'master version' in the Cued Spelling Diary. Target words which are incorrect at Speed Review have the 10 Steps applied again, perhaps with the choice of different Cues. In fact, tutees make only a small proportion of errors at Speed Review and the requirement to re-apply the 10 Steps is not as onerous as it sounds.

At the end of each week, a 'Mastery Review' is conducted, wherein the tutee is required to write all the target words for the whole week as fast as possible in random order. No specific error correction procedure is prescribed for Mastery Review and it is left to the pair to negotiate for themselves what they wish to do about errors. Many pairs choose to include failed words in the next week's target words.

The technique has been designed and structured to be highly interactive, but in operation presents as democratic rather than didactic. It is intended to provide a framework to "scaffold" self-managed learning. There is good evidence that spellers naturalistically use a great variety of strategies in a highly idiosyncratic manner, so any requirement to use a specific mnemonic strategy ubiquitously is likely merely to further inhibit an already poor speller. Also, there is evidence that when children select their own spelling words, they tend to choose more difficult words but are as successful as with easier words chosen by adults. Work on mnemonic strategies has emphasised the importance of meaningfulness to the subject (see Oxley & Topping, 1990 for relevant references). Thus the Cued Spelling technique fits in well with recent trends towards individualised and self-governed learning of spelling skills.





The initial reports on Cued Spelling were of a descriptive nature. Emerson (1988) reported on a brief project using the technique with four parents who tutored their own children at home. Results at Mastery Review were excellent. Scoble (1988) reported a detailed case study of an Adult Literacy student tutored by his wife using the technique. After ten weeks of Cued Spelling, a Mastery Review of all words covered in the preceding weeks yielded a success rate of 78%. Subsequently, Scoble (1989) reported on the progress of fourteen similar pairs, most of whom had done Paired Reading together first. The most long-standing student had used the method for over a year and usually achieved Speed Review scores of 100% and Mastery Review scores of 90%. Harrison (1989) reported on a similar project and its extension to peer tutoring between Adult Literacy students in a class situation.

In the event, however, the most popular application of Cued Spelling then proved to be in a peer tutoring format. Oxley & Topping (1990) reported on a project in which 8 seven- and eight-year-old pupils were tutored by 8 nine-year-old pupils in the same vertically grouped class in a small rural school. This cross-age, cross-ability peer tutoring project was found to yield striking social benefits and the children spontaneously generalised peer tutoring to other curricular areas. Subjective feedback from both tutors and tutees was very positive. The self-concept as a speller of both tutees and tutors showed a marked positive shift compared to that of non-participant children, especially so for the tutees. After six weeks, a total Mastery Review of all target words yielded average scores of 66% correct, but a test session of up to 92 items for such young children was considered of doubtful reliability. Results on two norm-referenced tests of spelling were equivocal, since although the scores of both tutees and tutors were strikingly improved at post-test, so were those of non-participant children in the same class.

Peer tutored Cued Spelling in a class-wide, same-age, same-ability reciprocal tutoring format was reported by Brierley, Hutchinson, Topping & Walker (1989). All pupils in the three first year mixed ability classes (aged 9 to 10 years) in a Middle school participated. Tutor and tutee roles changed each week. All the children were trained in a single group meeting. After six weeks, a total Mastery Review of all words covered yielded average scores of 80%. On a norm-referenced test of spelling, the average gain for all children was 0.65 years of spelling age during the six-week project, certainly many times more than normal expectations. Subjective feedback from the children was very positive, 84% of the children reporting feeling they were better spellers after the project. Subsequently, peer tutored Cued Spelling was initiated by a number of schools, especially in the reciprocal tutoring format, but few found time to evaluate it.

A study of parent tutored Cued Spelling with children of eight years of age and of the normal range of spelling ability (France, Topping & Revell, 1993) indicated that the intervention appeared to be effective in differentially raising the spelling attainments of participants as compared to non-participants who were more able spellers, at least in the short term. Children felt Cued Spelling was easy to learn to do and that it improved their spelling along a number of dimensions. However, they said they tended to become bored with it and had difficulty finding enough words with which to use the technique.





This study was set in a largely middle-class area of Glasgow in a primary (elementary) school of approximately 300 pupils, which already had a policy on class teaching and parental involvement in spelling. Teachers took words from published spelling lists and with the help of the parents ten to twelve spellings per week were learned over two sessions using the Look-Cover-Write-Check routine. Six spelling words were given for Monday night homework and a further six for Wednesday night homework with an expectation of revision on Thursday night for a class spelling test in school on Friday morning. The children were required to write sentences incorporating the spelling words, or match spelling words to definitions, to show that they understood the meaning. Parents monitored and signed the homework. Common spelling errors in class written work were also tackled, by keeping class banks of the most commonly used functional words and having each pupil maintain a personal spelling book. Despite this, some pupils still had difficulties with spelling.







Teachers chose for Cued Spelling participation children who made a noticeable number of mistakes in their written work, who were judged to be likely to benefit from C.S. These groups discontinued the school's usual spelling homework arrangements for the duration of the project, but devoted similar time to a similar number of spelling words using the Cued Spelling technique. Cued Spelling was used with six words on Monday night and six words on Wednesday night and the Cued Spellers were also tested on Friday morning. A comparison group which continued involvement in the usual spelling homework was then chosen by each teacher, matched with the C.S. group by gender balance and purportedly also by teacher judgement of class spelling performance. 

In the event, on the norm-referenced test of spelling used (Vernon, 1977), the C.S. groups proved to have spelling ages 6 to 12 months behind their chronological ages, while the comparison group were of average spelling ability (see Table 1 below). The comparison group also tended to make fewer spelling errors in free writing. Although the pre-test spelling scores of the parent-tutored C.S. group were similar to those of the peer-tutored C.S. group, the peer-tutored group were considerably older than either the parent C.S. group or the comparison group.

Ten pupils were involved in parent-tutored C.S. in one P5 class, four were involved as tutees in peer tutored C.S. in the other P5 class and a combined comparison group numbered nine children. However, two comparison group children missed one testing, while a third was disqualified because his twin, who was a member of the Cued Spelling group, taught him how to do it. Peer tutoring was fixed-role, same-age, cross-ability and within-class. Peer tutors were not tested.  

The project organisers hypothesised that parent tutoring would be qualitatively better and richer than peer tutoring and that the parent tutored group would do better on the outcome measures than the peer tutored group, although all Cued Spellers were expected to make substantial progress compared to non-participants, in line with previous research. Free writing was expected to show fewer errors and a higher rate of self-correction, while increased confidence was also anticipated.

The teacher of the parent-tutored group had already worked in school using Cued Spelling to familiarise the children with the method. The parents were then contacted and came into school, where they were given the 10 Steps flowchart (see Figure 1), which was in some cases explained to them individually. The training video was sent home in a few cases. Extra notes and explanations were sent home if there seemed any doubt about parental understanding.

Special attention was given to helping the children select words with which to do Cued Spelling, since this had proved a problem area in some previous studies. The children made a collection of words which persistently caused them spelling problems in the course of written tasks. They also chose some high interest words (such as parallelogram, technology) from other curricular areas. Each child built up a personalised spelling list in negotiation with their teacher. Some children chose the order in which they wished to attack their list. As the project progressed, the children added to their spelling lists with forethought and care, but always had a pool of words ready collected in their Cued Spelling word books.





On the norm-referenced spelling test, during the project the parent-tutored children gained in scores at more than twice the usually expected rate, while the small peer-tutored group gained even more (although this latter result is inflated by the very large gains of two children). The comparison group of initially more able spellers fared much worse, gaining at about half normally expected rates (see Table 1).

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE

Five participant children were also subject to pre- and post-test on the norm-referenced spelling test in Blackwell's Spelling Workshop (Sadler & Page, 1975), as a check on the Vernon test results. These children showed an average gain of 19 months in spelling age (s.d. = 10.3), even larger than the gains on the Vernon test. The Blackwell test could not be used with all subjects owing to its time-consuming nature.











The final overall Mastery Review scores indicated good results for these younger parent-tutored children. The average score was 83% correct (s.d. = 15.1, n = 8). This is lower than the P5 Cued Spellers, but in line with results reported elsewhere (e.g. Brierley, et al., 1989).

P4 & P5 PROJECTS - Combined Results

Subjective questionnaire feedback data from children, parents and teachers were combined for both projects, as were the results of the pre-post analysis of free writing.

All 23 participating children returned questionnaires identical to those used by Oxley and Topping (1990). Thirteen children found it easy to think up good Cues while 10 thought it hard. Twenty children (87%) felt happier about spelling in general and that their spelling was better when writing, while 19 felt they now did better at spelling tests. Twenty-one children reported a higher rate of self-correction after doing Cued Spelling and the same proportion said they liked doing Cued Spelling. Twenty said they wished to go on doing Cued Spelling.

Sixteen of the 19 participating parents returned feedback questionnaires devised by the first author (see Appendix 1). Comments made by parents gave a generally positive picture: "X now puts more effort into trying to spell the word correctly, by breaking difficult words into smaller groups and by checking her spelling"; "I have noticed a great improvement with this method of spelling"; "X is more aware of her problem spelling and makes more of an effort to correct her mistakes herself". Eleven parents (58%) reported noticing their children spontaneously generalise the use of Cued Spelling techniques to other words. Fourteen parents (88%) reported a higher rate of self-correction, confirming the feedback from the children. 

All sixteen parents considered their children had benefited in some way. Some parents commented on striking improvements in confidence: "it has given X a lot more confidence - it's great to see he actually wants to do his homework and also do it on his own much more"; "X no longer comes home and cries but sits down and gets on with her homework on her own". Eleven of the 16 responding parents wished their children to go on doing Cued Spelling in the same way, while 4 wished the children to alternate Cued Spelling with the traditional spelling homework format on successive days.

The participating teachers also completed feedback questionnaires devised by the first author (see Appendix 2). Three of the four teachers involved had noted higher rates of self-correction of spelling in class work and a general improvement in free writing. The P5 teachers had observed children generalising Cued Spelling procedures to other words in class to some degree (the P4 teachers felt they had not used CS for long enough to make a judgement on this issue). All teachers thought C.S. had been of some benefit and 3 said they would definitely use it again, particularly with children with spelling problems. One teacher commented: "I found the parents very interested and helpful".

The pre-post analysis of written work was based on samples of writing from 18 Cued Spellers and 4 comparison children. The written work of 10 of the 11 P5 Cued Spellers and of the comparison children was analysed in detail, the work of the others more generally. Comparison of shorter with longer pieces presented difficulty and there remained the possibility that after the project children were attempting to spell more ambitious words and were thus more likely to make mistakes. A number of participant children did show more elaborate vocabulary in the post-project piece, but this is likely to have reflected the children's intervening reading and other experiences as well. 

Of the 10 P5 children whose writing was analysed in detail, all produced longer post-project than pre-project pieces and in all but one case the proportional number of spelling errors was reduced.  Likewise, all comparison group children produced longer post-project pieces but only 2 of the 4 showed a reduction in misspelling. The average number of spelling errors per page reduced from 8.5 (s.d. = 5.9) to 4.62 (s.d. = 3.3) for the 10 Cued Spellers and from 3.7 (s.d. = 2.7) to 2.1 (s.d. = 1.0) for the 4 comparison children, who clearly had a lower error rate to start with and thus had less room for improvement. 

Generally, all but one of the participants and all but one of the comparison children were adjudged to have improved in quality of written work (one would of course expect children in school to improve over time). Among the 10 Cued Spellers, 4 showed improved detail, 3 showed better planning, 3 showed better punctuation, 2 showed less repetition, 2 showed more complex grammar, 1 showed more accurate grammar, 1 better vocabulary and one better spacing. Of the comparison children, 2 showed less repetition, 2 greater detail and one better punctuation. The C.S. group thus recorded an average of 1.7 specific improvements per child while the comparison group averaged 1.25. 





This study incorporated a number of organisational features not present in other Cued Spelling studies reported in the literature. Staggered Mastery Reviews were phased over a period to reduce pupil stress and hopefully increase validity. Training methods involved the children being trained first in school by the teachers, after which parents were trained individually by the teachers - in some cases this included the sending home of the training video, which was not designed as a stand-alone distance learning device. Extra attention was paid to child spelling word selection and collection, so that Cued Spellers always had a pool of words from which they could choose. Novel outcome measures were also deployed, including two norm-referenced spelling tests not previously reported in the literature as used for this purpose, new feedback questionnaires for parents and teachers participating in Cued Spelling projects and the inclusion of pre- and post-project analyses of continuous free writing to measure generalisation of Cued Spelling effects. Future researchers will undoubtedly wish to include some of these features in subsequent studies.

As with any field study, there were a number of problems of research design and implementation. The small size of the peer tutored and comparison groups on which full data was available after sample attrition obviously restricts confidence in the findings. Furthermore, although intended to be matched, the groups proved not to be comparable - the parent and peer tutored groups were of distinctly different ages while the comparison group were better spellers at the outset than either of the Cued Spelling groups, on both norm-referenced tests and on free writing analysis. 

Given the nature of the comparison group, it would be unrealistic to assume there was the same potential for change in both participant and comparison groups, as one might expect to be the case with a true control group. It might however be reasonable to expect indications that the participant group were catching up to the initially more able comparison group - and indeed this seems to be what occurred. The exigencies of field research are such that to impose random allocation in the attempt to establish true control groups often involves destroying the very social dynamic that one is attempting to measure, as well as frequently resulting in sub-groups of such small size that the significance of any results is hard to estimate. 

The main norm-referenced spelling test used is elderly, but hopefully its eccentricities will have applied equally to all three groups. The results it yielded are reassuringly confirmed by a more recent test with a sub-sample. Clearly, although a norm-referenced spelling test containing few words used for Cued Spelling is a most imperfect test of generalisation of the effects of the procedure, nevertheless it is one. Other design difficulties included the inevitable problems with the analysis of free writing and the potential positive bias evident in the construction of the parent and teacher feedback questionnaires. 

There is also a lack of process data in the current study - it is not known to what extent the pairs actually did Cued Spelling as trained during their home sessions. This question is particularly pertinent given the rather ad hoc nature of the parent training arrangements. Finally, it is unclear to what extent the changes in the Cued Spelling group are the result of exposure to novel procedures - the "Hawthorne" effect. Longer term follow-up studies are necessary to explore this. However, education by definition proceeds by exposure to novel stimuli, so the question is perhaps not how to avoid any possible "Hawthorne" effect, but how to deploy it cost-effectively.

Notwithstanding these caveats, this study would seem to have demonstrated the effectiveness of parent-tutored and peer-tutored Cued Spelling. It can be argued that any method involving extra time on task and extra parental attention is likely to yield gains. However, in this study the comparison group were subject to an alternative procedure (traditional spelling homework) also involving extra time on task and parental attention, but the Cued Spelling group still produced better results both on norm-referenced spelling tests and on the analysis of subsequent free writing, implying that there are additional factors in the effectiveness of the technique.

Returning to the hypotheses formulated before the study, it seems that both groups of Cued Spellers have indeed made substantial progress compared to non-participants, in terms of gains on norm-referenced spelling tests and improvements in error rate and qualitative indicators in continuous free writing. However, the expectation that parent tutoring would prove better and more effective than peer tutoring has not been supported, both these groups doing equally well. The expectation that effects of Cued Spelling would generalise into subsequent free writing, which would be characterised by fewer errors, more self-correction and greater self-confidence, has been supported, although some improvements in error rate and length and quality of writing were also evident in the comparison group, as would be expected from normal developmental progress. 

Subjective feedback from the project participants was generally very positive. The children were very enthusiastic about Cued Spelling even though almost half of them found cueing difficult. Both parents and children reported an increase in self-correction and generalisation of the techniques to other situations. Teachers also reported a higher rate of self-correction after Cued Spelling.
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Table 1    Pre-Post Norm-Referenced Spelling Test Results

Data Type	Parent Tutees(n=10)	Peer Tutees(n=4)	Comparison Group(n=6)
mean chronological age at pre-test (months)	111.9  (3.2)	117.5  (3.2)	113.2  (0.7)
mean spelling age at pre-test (months)	105.6 (20.9)	105.8 (13.6)	113.8 (12.4)
mean spelling age at post-test (months)	113.5 (23.9)	118.8 (12.3)	116.0 (11.0)
mean gain in spelling age (months)	7.9  (5.2)	13.0 (10.6)	2.2  (7.3)
mean ratio gain over 3.8 months	2.1	3.4	0.6

( ) contains standard deviation
pre-post test interval = 16.5 weeks = 3.8 months
ratio gain = SA gain/CA gain


Appendix 1   Cued Spelling Parental Feedback Questionnaire

1. Have you noticed any instances of your child using Cued Spelling techniques with words not on their spelling lists?

2. Does your child put more spelling mistakes right by themselves now or not? 

3. Would you say your child has benefited in any way from learning and using Cued Spelling techniques?

4. We wish to:               (tick one)
   Stop Cued Spelling and perhaps start again later
   Go on doing Cued Spelling in the same way
   Do spelling work but in a different way


Appendix 2   Cued Spelling Teacher Feedback Questionnaire

1. Do you notice any increase in self-correction in Cued Spellers?

2. Do Cued Spellers use the techniques with words that are not on their spelling lists?

3. Do you notice any difference in the free writing of Cued Spellers? 

4. Would you say the Cued Spellers have benefited in any way from learning and using the technique?

5. Will you use Cued Spelling in the future?

6. If 'yes' to 5, with which pupils would you use it?

7. Would you use Cued Spelling in conjunction with parents again?



